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this book studies the relationship between science, religion and poli-
tics during the Modernist crisis in three parts. the first part includes six 
studies in which the authors analyse the impact of the modernist crisis in 
the international context, especially in France, Italy, and Sweden, but also 
within the context of the international networks in which scholars of the 
late nineteenth and the early 20th centuries engaged the work of colleagues 
and the impact of the catholic and Lutheran churches on the scientific 
study of religion. 
the second part focuses on the Belgian context and offers four studies 
by Belgian scholars who discuss important figures in the Belgian reaction 
to Modernism and Antimodernism, especially in Leuven (Louvain), such 
as cardinal Mercier, Albin van Hoonacker, Philémon colinet and others. 
they also discuss the development of institutions and scientific journals 
in this period, which they then interpret as a stimulus to renew catholic 
scholarship and to face the threat of intellectual sclerosis.
the third part contains five pieces which study the “affaire cumont”: 
the intellectual context of the refusal by the catholic Minister of Science 
to appoint the famous Belgian scholar Franz cumont (1868-1947), the 
greatest specialist of oriental religions in the roman Empire, to the chair 
of roman History at the State university of Ghent. It starts with an analy-
sis of the catholic reactions to the work of his supporter, Eugène Goblet 
d’Alviella, the first professor of comparative religion at a Belgian univer-
sity, the université Libre de Bruxelles. the discussion then moves on to 
other cases at Ghent university, comparable to the affaire cumont, which 
is studied in a separate paper, using materials from the Ghent university 
archives. the book concludes with the external reactions to cumont’s 
resignation in the French-speaking world, and with the way cumont him-
self wrote about his “affaire” in the rich correspondence with his close 
friend, and famous victim of the Modernist crisis, Alfred Loisy. this final 
paper thus reconnects this Belgian case-study of the relations between reli-
gion, science and politics with the broader international context of the 
Modernist crisis.
this is not the first collective volume on the modernist crisis, but 
we believe this volume approaches the theme from a different angle and 
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discusses other topics. the volume edited by Alfonso Botti e rocco cerrato 
is very impressive with its 38 contributions and its 926 pages,1 and it seems 
to cover the whole modernist crisis within the broader context of seculariza-
tion. A large section deals with the Italian history of modernism, but the 
collection of essays also discusses French, German, Spanish and Anglo-
American cases. Like this volume, it deals with some of the major figures 
of the modernist crisis and its periphery, like Buonaiuti, Loisy, Bremond, 
Blondel, Laberthonnière, von Hügel, Harnack, and tyrrell, but the focus 
of our volume is on Belgium, and although it sometimes discusses the same 
figures as the other volume, this one does so from the perspective of the 
interaction between religion, politics and the different sciences. the Botti-
cerrato collection studies the impact of a new approach to the history of 
religions and the history of the church on the church. our volume is based 
upon a concentric model: it circles around the question whether Franz 
cumont, the historian of ancient religions and (pseudo-)sciences like 
alchemy, astrology and magic was a victim of the anti-modernist tendencies 
in Belgium. It goes from a number of approaches of his case, to the wider 
context of Ghent university and other universities in Belgium, and puts 
this national context into a broader international perspective.
In this respect it is also quite different from the collective volume 
edited by the two specialists of the roman Inquisition and the Index, 
Hubert Wolf and Judith Schepers.2 they have adopted a largely ecclesiasti-
cal approach. their book first presents the relevant institutions and their 
archives one could use to study the modernist crisis, before discussing a 
number of modernists and a large number of antimodernists. Given the 
nationality of the volume-editors, many contributions deal with German 
figures who found themselves on one or the other side of the divide. When 
the volume discusses people who also appear in our volume, like cumont’s 
friends and colleagues Louis duchesne and Alfred Loisy, it does so by 
studying other documents than the ones used in our essays: duchesne’s 
correspondence with the Bollandists e.g. or the tactical attitude towards 
Loisy adopted by moderate forces in the roman curia. 
1 A. Botti – r. cerrato (eds), Il modernismo tra cristianità e secolarizzazione. Atti del 
convegno internazionale (urbino, 1-4 ottobre 1997). urbino: Quattro Venti, 2000. 
2 H. Wolf & J. Schepers (eds), “In wilder zügelloser Jagd nach Neuem”: 100 Jahre 
Modernismus und Antimodernismus in der katholischen Kirche. Paderborn: Schöningh, 2010. 
See also his Antimodernismus und Modernismus in der katholischen Kirche. Beiträge zum 
theologiegeschichtlichen Vorfeld des II. Vaticanums. Paderborn: Schöningh, 1998.
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the volume edited by Leo Kenis and Ernestine van der Wal deals with 
a number of Belgian cases,3 but it is explicitly comparative in a double 
sense: the Flemish and dutch editors collected a series of studies on Belgian 
and on dutch protagonists and contexts, and it compares catholic and 
Protestant reactions to modernism and anti-modernism in those countries 
and elsewhere. our volume does not discuss the netherlands, it does 
discuss the Belgian context, but does so from the perspective of the impact 
of the modernist crisis on a State university like Ghent, whereas the Kenis-
van der Wal book stays largely within the confines of religious communities. 
our contributions about Goblet d’Alviella, about the “affaire renard” at 
Ghent university and naturally the several contributions on Franz cumont 
try to study the impact of the modernist crisis on institutions and individu-
als who have no direct link to the catholic church. the impact of political 
parties and broader ideological conflicts in countries like Belgium, France 
and Italy are less present in previous volumes on the modernist crisis and 
is a new focus, we believe, of the present collection of essays. In the figures 
of cumont and Sarton we can also study how the natural sciences and the 
beginning historiography of the natural sciences were affected by the debate 
about the interaction between religion and science during the modernist 
crisis. Most studies of modernism limit the discussion to the textual and 
historical sciences directly relevant to the study of the Bible and the history 
of the church, but the analysis of “le problème de l’astrologie” by cumont 
shows that the history of the interaction between religious worldviews and 
(pseudo-) natural sciences goes back to the Babylonians and was studied 
as relevant for contemporary debates about religion and science by people 
as different as Franz cumont and nathan Söderblom.
Part 1: the ImPact of the modernIst crIsIs In 
the InternatIonal context
Giacomo Losito studies the effects of Pascendi on the education of the 
(French) clergy. the control and repression of publications is well docu-
mented. With regard to education, the anti-Modernist measures did not 
only reaffirm the neo-thomist philosophy but they also made it formally 
impossible for students of catholic institutes to take up courses in State 
universities. Leo XIII had already issued this ban for the whole of Italy, 
but later it applied to catholics all over Europe. this paper sets out to 
3 L. Kenis & E. van der Wal (eds), Religious Modernism in the Low Countries. Bibliotheca 
Ephemeridum theologicarum Lovaniensium 255. Leuven – Paris – Walpole, MA: Peeters, 
2013. 
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study the effects and reactions of the latter measure in the French context, 
which was also the context of the separation between church and State 
issued in France in 1905. Losito focuses on the subtle politics adopted by 
the higher clergy and the compromises made between the parties involved. 
these compromises predate the settlement reached after the First World 
War, and are interpreted here as examples of a certain flexibility towards the 
catholic intransigence of the 19th century. the main character in this polit-
ical play is Alfred Baudrillart (1859-1942), rector of the Institut catholique 
in Paris. Although he was a stern anti-Modernist, actively in favour of the 
excommunication of Alfred Loisy, and an opponent of the christian anti-
thomistic philosopher Lucien Laberthonnière, he asked for some excep-
tions from the even sterner anti-Modernist cardinal raphaël Merry del Val, 
secretary of State of Pius X. Students in France could only obtain their 
licentia docendi through the State universities. Since the letter of the text 
only prohibited students already enlisted in catholic institutes to attend 
State courses, he pointed out the danger that catholics would simply enlist 
in State universities directly and exclusively. Losito also quotes from the 
correspondence on this theme with Pierre Batiffol, rector of the Institut 
catholique in toulouse. the educational situation was somewhat different 
in French cities where there was no State competition, such as Lille and 
Angers, and this was mirrored in the political choices of the local clergy, 
notably Mgr. Pasquier of Angers. 
dispensation was given for most subjects, but for philosophy and history 
the bishop had to give his consent on a case to case basis. the paper offers 
a detailed overview of the ensuing intensive debate in catholic and in 
secular newspapers and journals on the problems caused by the State legis-
lation and by the Papal decrees on higher education. Losito also uses letters 
to analyse the debates between the French bishops on this matter. Some 
feared that the catholic institutes would lose their students to State uni-
versities. the paper further evokes the problems posed by the French law 
on military service for clerical students not officially enlisted in courses. 
Baudrillart insisted on an interpretation of Pascendi according to the spirit 
and not according to the letter. In a series of letters he warned rome of 
the danger of a public conflict with the French State which would result 
in greater restrictions on the freedom of education organized by the catho-
lic church. But the pressure from the hardliners continued and in January 
1908, cardinal Pietro Gasparri sent a letter to Baudrillart insisting that the 
spirit of Pascendi was to keep all students, and especially young clergymen, 
away from courses deemed dangerous, especially in the natural sciences, 
history and in philosophy, e.g. the courses of Bergson at the collège de 
France. the press also published evidence that rome was in possession of 
a list of ecclesiastical students following courses at State universities, which 
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triggered yet again a flood of articles and letters, and eventually led to 
the reform of the Institut catholique. the reader is offered a quantitative 
overview of the number of clergymen involved. Losito concludes his detailed 
analysis by quoting a letter by l’abbé J.-A. Ackermann, who had been trou-
bled for inviting Edouard Le roy, a catholic philosopher and the successor 
of Bergson at the collège de France, for a lecture at a catholic school. In 
this letter, addressed to the French cardinal, he refused the ideal of the 
“two Frances”, of a segregation in which catholics were forbidden to inter-
act with State universities and in which members of the church interior-
ized the ban on an interaction with modern scientific developments. the 
author interprets this letter as proof that the reaction against the modernist 
hardliners led to a revival of catholic science in France.
Charles Talar, as a specialist of Alfred Loisy and Modernism in France 
and beyond, has chosen the work of a French Jewish rationalist, Salomon 
reinach (1858-1932), as the focus of his contribution on catholic reactions 
to the emerging science of religion. Salomon reinach, brother of the jour-
nalist and politician Joseph reinach, and of Hellenist and numismatist 
théodore reinach, was a classical philologist and a Greek archaeologist and 
general art historian. He was an incredibly prolific author, but his most suc-
cessful book was without any doubt Orpheus, Histoire générale des religions 
(1907), which sold tens of thousands of copies in numerous editions and 
translations, and was actually even reprinted by L’Harmattan in 2002. In the 
context of the separation between church and State in France (1905) this 
book was seen as the most likely handbook for a general course on religion 
in French State schools and it was as such the focus of an intensive critical 
campaign by catholic scholars. It was the first manual to include christian-
ity, thus denying this religion a special place within the scientific study of 
religions, and in fact almost half of its pages were dedicated to the history 
of christianity. reinach based his theory about the origins of religion on 
taboo (so ultimately on the emotion of fear) and on animism. totemism 
and magic were the original features of primitive religions, but he saw the 
historical religions such as the Greek, Jewish or christian religions as not 
much more than variations on the same primitive theme: as further develop-
ments of these original features. According to the Law of the three Stages 
as formulated by Auguste comte (1798-1857), scientific and philosophical 
progress would eventually eliminate these older forms and lead mankind to 
“la religion de l’Humanité”. 
talar discusses the reactions, both positive and negative, by both pro-
gressive and conservative scholars, catholic and non-catholic: such as Jean 
réal, Albert-Marie Bros, onésime Habert, Marie-Joseph Lagrange, Pierre 
Batiffol, Joseph Bricout, and Alfred Loisy. 
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réal’s reaction is the most positive. He agrees with reinach on almost 
every account: his theory of the origins of primitive religion and his belief 
in the evolution of mankind. It is not religion but morality which is the 
motor of change. Morality changes religion: not the other way around. 
As mankind had moved from polytheism to monotheism, and as medieval 
christianity had been criticized and purified by Protestantism, so the history 
of religions has shown that another major revolution is possible: the one in 
which philosophy and science can lead mankind away from all historical 
religions into a comtean religion of mankind or humanism. the catholic 
critics were hardly as positive. Bros, a specialist of primitive religions, and 
Habert, a historian of ancient Greek religion, attacked reinach for his theo-
retical reductionism and his very definition of religion, arguing that if emo-
tion was at the origins of religion, other more positive emotions than fear 
should have their place too. How else could one explain the presence of love 
and hope in historical religions? Lagrange (1855-1938), whom we will meet 
in several contributions, called Orpheus a direct attack against the catholic 
church. He also criticized reinach’s methodology. For Lagrange the book 
was a methodological chimaera, a confused mix of historical and com-
parative approaches to religion. In a historical approach one studies rituals 
and beliefs of a specific area and epoch based upon datable documents. the 
comparative approach exists in both a diachronic and a synchronic version. 
In the synchronic version the many differences between two given religious 
cultures are often ignored in favour of a supposed universal unity of reli-
gious phenomena. diachronic approaches almost always use extrapolations 
from contemporary, so-called primitive cultures studied by anthropologists 
to reconstruct primitive religion as it supposedly existed in prehistoric times. 
reinach mixes the historical approach and the two versions of the comparative 
methods together to create an evolutionary panorama of all religions from 
all periods and regions, which is according to Lagrange largely based upon 
undocumented hypotheses and unwarranted extrapolations. He also accused 
reinach of using obsolete data and concepts (such as totemism) which were 
no longer used by contemporary ethnographers. Although reinach was a 
specialist of Greek archaeology and literature, and someone who had pub-
lished on a very wide range of subjects, he – obviously – did not know every 
tradition from first-hand research. no one can, but Lagrange was able and 
more than willing to point to factual errors in reinach’s histoire générale, e.g. 
with regard to the cult of Mithras which was then largely seen as a source 
of inspiration for or at least a close parallel to early christianity, as Franz 
cumont, the subject of the third part of this book, had argued. According 
to Lagrange many of these parallels were simply not there or they were based 
upon a single, later source, which was often misinterpreted. the historical 
origins of christianity from Jewish and-or pagan (Hellenic, oriental) sources 
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was one of the high stakes of the Modernist controversy, both for the party 
that wanted to defend the uniqueness of christianity (divinely inspired or 
otherwise) and for the party that saw christianity as just one of many 
traditions, destined to disappear as so many already had in the course of 
the history of religions.
Pierre Batiffol (1861-1929) added to these critiques that Biblical styli-
zation of events in the new testament did not imply that they had no 
basis in history. the contribution of talar discusses in detail the so-called 
mythologists of this era who believed the life, passion and resurrection of 
Jesus were constructed from elements of the Hebrew Bible or pagan myth 
and ritual. Batiffol also agreed with Lagrange that adherents of a compara-
tive approach to religions did not prove the filiations they postulated 
between different traditions. 
A very comprehensive reaction to reinach was organized by Joseph Bri-
cout (1867-1930) who wrote a review but also edited a two volume collective 
work: Où en est l’histoire des religions? the second volume treated Judaism 
and christianity. All the other traditions (Indian, chinese, Muslim, celtic 
or Greek…) were discussed under the revealing title of Les religions non chré-
tiennes. Bricout and his team were in favour of a (catholic) history of reli-
gions because comparison would show the superiority, even the divine 
nature of christianity. Secularists would abandon their teleological hopes 
and become convinced of the eternal value of catholicism. the debate 
about a catholic science of religion will be further discussed in the Bel-
gian context by other chapters in this book.
talar shows that, methodologically, Alfred Loisy (1857-1940) chose 
the via media. In his inaugural lecture at the collège de France he had 
presented himself as a scholar who would create a methodological synthesis 
for the study of religion. the historical method would be supplemented 
by elements from anthropology, sociology and psychology, but he refused 
to adhere to any single school in the study of religions. Loisy did not write 
a formal review of reinach’s manual but in his À propos d’histoire des 
religions he wrote that the work of reinach had been catalytic for his own 
thought on the definition of religion, the relationship between magic 
and religion, and the study of historical religions in all their complexity. 
religion is for Loisy a dynamic phenomenon and it should be studied as 
such in different historical varieties and with the conviction that there is 
an essential difference between totemism and ethical religions. talar links 
Loisy’s reactions to reinach, and the discussions Orpheus provoked, with 
thoughts already present in L’Évangile et l’Église. Loisy also reflected upon 
the ideal handbook for the study of religion in state schools and in the 
broader context of a neutral French state organized on the principle of 
laïcité.
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François Trémolières examines the philosophical core of Modernism as 
it is constructed in the encyclical Pascendi. As previous studies have shown, 
the influence of the philosophy of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was the 
main target of the Antimodernists. the French Protestant theologian and 
philosopher Louis Auguste Sabatier (1839-1901) was implicitly seen as the 
patron of modernism. the discussion between antimodernists and their 
opponents deemed modernists, taken to its full philosophical implications, 
leads to a problem of epistemology in which the basis of doctrine, of faith 
and of experience, including mystical experience were put to the test. the 
unity or system Pascendi claims to find and to attack in all modernists, 
regardless of their field as theologians, historians, biblical scholars or phi-
losophers, is that they start from the phaenomena as the only things appear-
ing to the human mind and hence as the only data reason can work with. 
Man cannot attain or know the thing in itself, which implies that man 
cannot know God through the sensible world, prove his existence through 
his creation or through history. Every field of science, both the physical 
sciences and the humanities, will thus become or have already become in 
principle and in practice atheist. the only remaining realm for believers is 
an interior “sensus religiosus”: a subjective fideism, which also leads to 
relativism, because all religions based upon such a religious sense can and 
should be seen as equal and as equally true. trémolières thus shows from 
a philosophical-epistemological point of view how and why antimodernists 
saw the comparative study of religions as dangerous. the scientific study 
of the Bible and of church History would eventually destroy their study-
object in the sense that it would become just another phenomenon in the 
cultural history of the expressions of religious feelings. Antimodernists also 
feared that dogma’s would be seen as mere approximations, as symbols of 
something that could not be expressed by reason but only felt in an inter-
nal emotional state. there is no longer any objective, external criterion to 
assess the one true religion, everything is immanent and can be reduced 
to one of the many expressions of the historical and transcultural evolution 
of these emotions. the historical expression of dogma thus becomes the 
object of a science, which no longer accepts the authority of the church. 
this implies that Pascendi changed the balance between three types of 
theology, accepted since the Middle Ages: scholasticism (based upon rea-
son), positive theology (based upon Scripture and revelation) and mystical 
theology (based upon experience) in favour of the first. the historical and 
philological sciences had turned Scripture into a problem, and they should 
be controlled by faith. Pascendi also stressed that experience should be 
controlled by reason. trémolières discusses the reaction Loisy published 
in his “simples réflexions” on Lamentabili and on Pascendi, and more spe-
cifically his definition of “sentiment religieux” which is neither emotion 
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or reason, but an intuitive moral evaluation of things. the influence of 
Henri Bremond (1865-1933), and his 11 volumes of Histoire littéraire 
du sentiment religieux en France, can be sensed here. Equally important was 
the French translation of William James: The Varieties of Religious Expe-
rience (1902) as L’expérience religieuse. the essay further connects the surge 
of interest in and publications on mysticism in the early 20th century with 
the centrality of this phenomenon in the modernist crisis. the other side 
of the medal was the surge of neo-thomism. the condemnation and 
submission of the christian philosopher Laberthonnière who wanted to 
separate “le réalisme chrétien” from “l’idéalisme grec” (1904) should be 
seen in the light of this same struggle. the dominican Ambroise Gardeil, 
who founded the studium generale in Paris known as Le Saulchoir, and 
who, as other contributions will argue, was an influential figure for “La 
nouvelle théologie”, tried to tackle Kantian epistemology and to show 
how one could proceed from revelation to dogma in a rational way. the 
works of réginald Garrigou-Lagrange (not to be confused with Marie-
Joseph Lagrange, the Biblical scholar) on the history of mysticism, and the 
elevation of Saint John of the cross to the status of Doctor Ecclesiae in 
1926 are all part of this “constructive” side of Antimodernism. Marie-
dominique chenu, whose work would be put on the Index in 1942 as 
neo-modernist, would keep the legacy of Gardeil alive, and trémolières 
ends his study with a comparison between the positions of Jacques Mar-
itain, Jean Baruzi and Alfred Loisy on the problems of faith, philosophy 
and (historical) science. 
Claire Toupin-Guyot contributes to the volume with a panorama of 
the catholic intellectual in France during the Modernist crisis, expanding 
our view beyond the purely ecclesiastical or academic discussions. Between 
Modernists and Antimodernists there emerged a third party so to speak 
of laymen intellectuals living in and thinking about this cultural crisis. 
the Vatican had reacted to the dangers posed by modern science (biology, 
geology, anthropology, history) not only in a negative way, but also by 
establishing research institutes such as l’École pratique des études bibliques 
(Lagrange, 1890) where modern scientific methods were taught for apolo-
getic reasons. In France the development of an independent history of 
religion was part of the confrontation between la laïcité and the church. 
the separation between church and State led to the withdrawal of fund-
ing from Faculties of catholic theology and allowed for the establish-
ment, in 1885, of the famous Fifth Section of the École Pratique des 
Hautes Études (EPHE). Maurice d’Hulst, the first rector of the Institut 
catholique in Paris started in 1888 the “congrès scientifiques internatio-
naux des catholiques” to show the intellectual quality of catholic research 
100145_Praet-Bonnet_BIHR_00_Intro.indd   15 7/11/17   13:11
XVI d. PrAEt & c. BonnEt 
in all fields, but rome and the conservative French clergy blocked this and 
many other attempts at modernization. the individual histories of Louis 
duchesne, of Laberthonnière, Le roy and others are clear examples of the 
power and the fanaticism of the reactionary forces within the church. the 
condemnation of Loisy was only a small part of the refusal to allow catho-
lics to search for new ways of reconciling faith and science. the emerging 
participation of catholic intellectuals in a public debate was thus smoth-
ered from the very beginning. toupin-Guyot illustrates the intransigent 
side with a portrait of Georges Goyau. the more open catholic intellec-
tual, looking for a third way between the intransigence of rome and athe-
ist rationalism, emerges in the years between the two World Wars, as e.g. 
the chevalier Group around l’abbé Pouget, who was himself silenced as 
a modernist. the renewal of catholic intellectual life came from within 
the laity, and even led, in the thirties, to a growing success of catholicism 
in the social elite. Henri-Irenée Marrou is a an example of the Post World 
War I generation that sought to diminish the influence of thomism by 
studying the Patristic sources, in particular Augustine, and by approach-
ing them from contemporary questions and problems. other figures, like 
Marie-dominique chenu, stressed the historicity and thus the changing 
nature of dogma’s and of faith. Yves congar was inspired by Loisy and 
wanted to realize within the church what the modernists had rightly criti-
cized and for which they had been silenced or removed from that church. 
But the antimodernist measures remained intact and the emergence of a 
broad catholic intellectual movement had to wait until the end of World 
War II with the establishment of such organizations as Le centre catholique 
des intellectuels français. Although rome started to appreciate the value 
of such movements for their presence within modern societies, the mag-
isterium remained very critical and even suspicious of laymen who would 
venture into theological matters. Although Vatican II seemed to be the 
end of the intransigent intellectual positions of the catholic church, the 
treatment of Hans Küng in the 1980s inspired 50 French catholic intel-
lectuals, historians and sociologists to publish a manifesto against the 
ongoing repression of free research in theological and church-historical 
matters.
the chapter written by Christian Chanel teaches us how the Swedish 
Lutheran church dealt with the problems posed by the relation between 
church, State and modern science in the period between the end of the 
19th century and the beginning of the First World War. the central figure 
here is nathan Söderblom (1866-1931), the friend and correspondent of 
Franz cumont (1868-1947), who invited the Belgian scholar to lecture 
in uppsala on ancient astrology, interpreted by cumont as a phenomenon 
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in which religion and science (or what in Antiquity was considered to be 
a science) had merged. this will be further discussed in the contribution 
by Praet. the fact that this invitation came exactly at the time when the 
catholic Belgian Minister of Science had blocked cumont’s career at 
Ghent State university illustrates the different attitudes of catholics and 
Lutherans towards the issues of religion, science and politics. In a certain 
sense, antimodernism was not unknown in Sweden: chanel documents 
the conflict between progressive and reactionary Lutherans in Swedish 
Academia. He reaffirms the importance of Samuel Fries, a friend of Söder-
bloms, somewhat forgotten now, but who was the organizer of the first 
International conference on the Science of religion, in Stockholm in 
1897. the contribution sketches the conservative attitude of the Swedish 
church in the latter part of the 19th century, more specifically in the 
theology Faculties and with regard to modern developments in Biblical 
criticism and the natural sciences with regard to geology, darwinism,…
chanel compares the situation in other Faculties, such as the Faculty of 
Philosophy, discussing also the situation at the university of uppsala, 
which is closer to Stockholm, than e.g. the university of Lund. A small 
group of “modernists” wanted to introduce to the Swedish church and 
theology Faculties the developments made in the field of the history of 
religions in countries such as France, Germany or the netherlands. A num-
ber of manifestos and publications aimed at this goal, but the Interna-
tional conference was the most important means to modernize the Swed-
ish church. chanel compares the initiative with the Parliament of Religions 
in chicago (1893), deemed to have been too confessional, and the Congrès 
Universel des Religions in Paris organized a few years after the one in Stock-
holm: in 1900. ries wanted to organize a strictly scientific conference, and 
this chapter documents the discussions leading up to the conference with 
rich quotations from the correspondence of those directly involved: ries, 
Björck and rabbi Gottlieb Klein. the conference met with considerable 
mistrust but the trio managed to organize it in the context of scientific 
exhibitions celebrating the royal Jubilee and wanting to show Sweden to 
the world as a modern nation. More than 300 religious scientists actively 
participated in the conference, with some “big names” like Friedrich Max 
Müller (1823-1900) and chantepie de la Saussaye (1848-1920) who had 
accepted to attend. chanel discusses the most important contributions and 
the lively discussions during the evening sessions where the more contro-
versial subjects were debated. the reactions in the press were naturally 
divided between conservatives and innovators, but even a leading scientific 
journal as the Revue de l’Histoire des Religions was not unanimously positive, 
calling it a conference in which nordic ecclesiastical problems prevailed 
over general scientific problems such as the ones addressed by international 
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scholars. A few years later, the international conference in Paris tried to 
do things differently.
the second part of this chapter discusses the career of nathan Söderb-
lom: his studies, early publications and the vicissitudes of his early aca-
demic career in Germany (Leipzig) and in Sweden (uppsala). Adolf von 
Harnack (1851-1930) had limited the history of religions to what was 
necessary to understand the development of Judaism and christianity, and 
to what missionaries needed to know to convert other cultures. Söderblom 
opposed this view, pleading for a scientific study of all religions, be it from 
the firm belief in the superiority of christianity over all other traditions. 
chanel offers an overview of the subjects taught by Söderblom during his 
thirteen years at uppsala and also sketches the battles he and his academic 
compagnons de route had to wage for their program of a general study of 
religions, independent of strict theological concerns. the contribution 
compares the situation in the universities of uppsala, Lund and Stockholm 
and ends with an overview of the spread of the comparative study of 
religion outside Academia, in society at large and in the curriculum of 
secondary schools. the foundation olaus Petri, established in 1908, allowed 
Söderblom to send Swedish students abroad and to invite international 
scholars, like cumont, to come to Sweden to expound the latest develop-
ments in the history of religion. Söderblom was well introduced in the 
international networks of the history of religions, participating in the other 
pioneering international conferences on the history of religion and writing 
several articles for the Encyclopedia of Hastings and his works on the his-
tory of religions was translated in many languages.
From Sweden, Belgium and France we move to Japan, or rather to a 
Japanese scholar Anesaki Masaharu, who had studied in Europe. Annibale 
Zambarbieri introduces this scholar who, after his studies in philosophy at 
the Imperial university in tokyo, went to Europe to learn from the founder 
of comparative religion Friedrich Max Müller and the German specialist of 
Indian (Vedic and Buddhist) religions Hermann oldenberg (1854-1920). 
He read William James (1842-1910) and would publish about him later. 
But in his first book, Outline of the Science of Religion, he tried to find 
the essence of religion. the Japanese equivalent of “religion” is “shūkȳo”- 
although it remains a topic of debate whether the concepts are compara-
ble. After some time spent in India, he became a professor of “shūkȳo” 
in tokyo in 1905. He maintained his many international contacts and was 
frequently invited for lectures in Europe and in the united States. Masa-
haru Anesaki published on the history of christianity in Japan, and collabo-
rated with father noël Peri (1865-1922), of the Missions Etrangères de Paris 
in Japan. He published about the parallels between christian docetism and 
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Buddhism, and saw in the christian concept of the theiosis of man another 
parallel with the teachings of the Buddha. His main interest – and for him 
the main interest of the study of religions – was not the history of institu-
tions or of the interaction of religion with philosophy and science, but in 
mysticism and in the thought and practice of extraordinary figures, saints, 
and their focus on the transcendent. Anesaki came to Italy in a time when 
the interest in comparative religion and especially in Buddhism was very 
great. He interacted with Enrico Bignami, founder of Coenobium, rivista 
internazionale di liberi studi, in which modernism could find a voice. Ane-
saki could relate to the universalism and syncretism this group of intellectu-
als (writers, artists, philosophers, …) promoted. It was also in Italy that he 
intensified his fascination for the spirituality of Francis of Assisi, whom he 
compared with a Japanese contemporary of the Italian Saint: Honen, the 
Pietist Saint of Japanese Buddhism. the Japanese scholar was critical of the 
Vatican, both of its imperial grandeur which he contrasted with the sim-
plicity of the Gospels and of its refusal of any spiritual renewal by its con-
demnation of modernism, as we can read in his travel memoirs and also in 
an article he published in a Japanese journal, “current state and future of 
Modernism”, in which he discussed Blondel and Laberthonnière as attempts 
to leave thomism behind. He also discussed tyrell and Le roy. He praised 
the command of the historical sources of Adolf von Harnack but accepted 
the criticism of Loisy on Das Wesen des Christentums. For the Japanese 
philosopher there was no great divide between science and religion: from 
his youth onwards, he had shown a great interest, not only in philosophy 
and spirituality, but also in the physical sciences, notably in electricity. 
With Italian intellectuals such as Fogazzaro and Murri he also advocated 
a double reform, of the social and the political program of the church 
towards greater simplicity and equality. In an article published in Coeno-
bium in 1913, he compared the Modernist movement with nichiren, the 
Japanese Buddhist “prophet” of the 13th century, who had bowed his head 
in obedience to the religious and worldly authorities he had criticized, but 
who had never surrendered his heart, and whose thoughts had prevailed in 
the end. In the same sense, Modernism, although condemned and repressed, 
and although many of its coryphées had submitted to the magisterium, would 
prevail and the Japanese scholar prophesied that the Modernist movement 
would one day revitalize the catholicism of the future. 
Part 2: modernIsm In the BelgIan context
the second part of the book, on the Belgian context, is headed by 
a piece, co-authored by Jan De Maeyer and Leo Kenis, on cardinal 
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désiré-Joseph Mercier (1851-1926), his position in the anti-modernist 
debate and his attempts to create a catholic intelligentzia in Belgium. 
the Belgian prelate agreed with the philosophical analysis of Pascendi: 
he was very stern in its implementation in ecclesiastical circles because 
he opposed Modernism as an individualistic movement, close to Prot-
estantism and “Kantism”, which threatened the position of the catholic 
hierarchy. As a convinced neothomist he had already founded l’Institut 
supérieur de philosophie (1889) and the Léon XIII seminary (1894) to 
oppose modern scientific movements, such as darwinism, which he 
interpreted as the expression of a world in chaos. thomism could give 
structural support to a new catholic intelligentzia, but a thomism 
that would remain open to new developments in the scientific world. 
the condemnation of modernism should not imply the condemnation 
of every modern scientific development. He was in favour of innova-
tion but wanted, somewhat paradoxically, to innovate within tradition. 
this brings him close to figures like Lagrange and others who have been 
called the third party, or the via media between modernists and anti-
modernists, as one of the following chapters will argue in more detail. 
Mercier defended several Belgian and dutch scholars who came under 
scrutiny in the beginning of the 20th century, and also of the modernist 
George tyrell (1861-1909) whom he invited after his exclusion from the 
Societas Jesu, although the relation deteriorated almost immediately. In 
1908 Mercier attacked tyrell nominatim. 
Mercier, probably inspired by the romantic thought of chateaubriand, 
saw christianity as the motor of progress, especially of moral and aesthetic 
progress if not of scientific progress. But he was well aware of the need of 
a catholic intelligentsia who lived, not in the Middle Ages, but in Moder-
nity. He also realized the importance of women for catholicism, and of 
educated women. It was with the support of Mercier that the first institutes 
for higher education for women were founded in Brussels and Antwerp. 
the aims of Mercier were apologetic. If modernism was to be defeated, the 
catholic pillar in Belgian society, from secondary schools to universities, 
from the press to associations for mothers at home, should be mobilized 
to fight modernism with its own weapons. Mercier did not belong to “l’ 
avant-garde” and he was certainly not a modernist, but neither was he a 
blatant anti-modernist. or, to put it in an even more nuanced way: he was 
blatantly anti-modernist within the church, but not towards lay people. 
He was a proponent of “la modernité intégrée” and his actions should be 
interpreted as part of a strategy to arm catholic intellectuals in modern 
society with a working knowledge of modern sciences and a belief that 
would keep them within certain boundaries set out by tradition and by the 
magisterium.
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Karim Schelkens starts his contribution with the double explicit state-
ment that he writes as a catholic church historian, which is not quite the 
same as writing as a historian of the catholic church, and that he has 
often approached Modernism as a process of transformation within the 
catholic church rather than as a struggle against external influences. of 
course, these influences cannot be denied and Schelkens chose as his topic 
the relations between three Belgian intellectuals working at the end of the 
19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries: a professor at the university 
of Louvain, Albin Van Hoonacker (1857-1933), Alphonse delattre SJ 
(1841-1928) who trained Jesuits in Louvain, and one lawyer at the Brus-
sels courts of Appeal and cassation, who was also one of the first socialist 
senators in Belgium, Edmond Picard (1836-1924). 
Picard was not a marginal figure, he was bâtonnier of the court of 
cassation, which is one of the highest positions in the Belgian legal system, 
but he was, nonetheless, one of the most controversial figures in Belgian 
political life. As a notorious racist, he was not only an anti-Semite, as dis-
cussed by Schelkens, proposing to solve “the Jewish problem” by banning 
Jews from government and finance, but he was also a fervent supporter of 
the Belgian colonial endeavour in the congo, convinced as he was that 
blacks can be compared to monkeys. Picard had studied law at the Free 
university of Brussels, where his father had taught Law, but Edmond never 
obtained a position there. He was one of the Liberal and Socialist dissi-
dents who, in 1894, founded the so-called université nouvelle de Brux-
elles, which existed until 1919. As a Law professor, a lawyer and a senator, 
he still had time to publish as a dilettante historian. His travels in north-
Africa and his readings (Gobineau, Le Bon) had convinced him of the racial 
clash of civilizations. He published numerous articles and books on the 
Aryan identity of Jesus, the differences between the Semitic old testament, 
which he called an Arab book pointing towards the Qur’an, and the Aryan 
new testament which the Western and northern people gladly accepted 
as their own religion. As a socialist senator, he saw the sermon on the 
Mount as the first socialist manifesto. As a modern Marcion, Picard (and 
later von Harnack), saw the inclusion of the Hebrew Bible into christian 
Scripture as an historical aberration. He only accepted the so-called Bible 
rationaliste, the new translation from Hebrew and Greek made by the 
orientalist Eugène Ledrain (1844-1910) as proof that all previous transla-
tions and interpretations had misguided people. this brings us to the main 
topic of this book: the debates about a modern, scientific approach to the 
Bible and the history of christianity. Albin Van Hoonacker was asked 
to respond to Picard’s numerous writings in books, pamphlets and news-
papers. At a time when there was very little exegesis in Louvain, the 
controversy between Van Hoonacker and Picard, and the critical study of 
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Judaism and christianity by older orientalists as Ernest renan (1823-
1892), finally convinced the rector and the Belgian bishops that catholic 
apologetics were in need of a more solid scientific basis. Van Hoonacker 
became professor for the critical History of the old testament and taught 
oriental languages at Leuven. Schelkens underlines that, in his controversy 
with Picard, Van Hoonacker never referred to dogmatics, faith or the 
authority of the church. only at the very end of the debate, provoked by 
Picard to put his ideological cards on the table, he stated his confessional 
convictions. He refuted Picard on a purely scientific basis, within the para-
digm of the movement known as rationalists. Although he became a mem-
ber of the Pontifical Biblical commission, his approach, in this controversy 
and in other works, made him a suspect of Modernism. Van Hoonacker 
was in contact with Loisy and also with Lagrange who warned him that his 
work was in danger of being put on the Index. But the intercession of 
cardinal Mercier (1851-1926) saved him from a conviction as a Modernist. 
the advocate of the devil in this whole affair was the third figure discussed 
by Schelkens, the Jesuit Alphonse delattre, who was member of the same 
Pontifical commission but who had totally opposite views on the way 
catholics should approach the Bible and how they should deal with criti-
cism voiced against dogma or traditional church History. the triangle is 
closed when Schelkens discusses the attacks delattre published against 
Picard, accusing him of linguistic and historical ignorance as well as of a 
lack of logic. the Jesuit however made a far greater appeal to revelation 
than Van Hoonacker had wanted to do.
Luc Courtois studies Philémon colinet (1853-1917), the launch of Le 
Muséon in 1882 and the start of the Weeks of religious Ethnology (1912). 
In the three decades between these events a shift in paradigm occurred. 
courtois tries to document that the changes in the representation of faith 
were caused by external factors, but that, once the impetus had been given, 
the development followed a dynamic internal to the catholic church in 
the fields of exegesis and the history of dogma. courtois, who came to 
these topics through the study of the orientalist, bishop and rector of the 
university of Leuven, Paulin Ladeuze (1870-1940), studies the reactions 
to Pascendi and to the integrists in this period. colinet was a tireless oppo-
nent of the comparative study of religions, which he rejected as a pseudo-
science, and of Goblet d’Alviella (1846-1925), the first professor to occupy 
a chair for this new discipline, as the contribution by Schreiber to this 
book will make clear. courtois writes the history of the Weeks of religious 
Ethnology, an initiative taken by certain Jesuits (like de Grandmaison who 
will be discussed in the next contribution), but opposed by many, including 
the Pope and the influential cardinal de Lai, until it was saved by 
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cardinal Mercier. the initiative was supposed to teach missionaries the 
basics of comparative religion, but it was heavily opposed by colinet who 
warned against the evolutionism and pantheism he thought were inherent 
to what he called this pseudo-science. He also warned against the effects 
the dissemination of this science might have on the general public in Bel-
gium and other catholic countries, referring to the fact that thousands 
of copies of the handbook Orpheus by Salomon reinach had been dis-
tributed almost for free in France. Very interesting for the study of the 
affaire cumont, as studied in the chapters by Art, Bonnet and Praet, is 
that colinet also warned against the study of comparative religion at the 
university of Louvain because the state would then also introduce this 
subject in the State universities of Gent and Liège where it would almost 
certainly be taught by laymen and become “a dangerous weapon”. the 
first edition of the Weeks was held, but under certain restrictions, in 
1912. the second part of the study deals with Le Muséon, and its position 
between a progressive and an integrist attitude. Le Muséon, established by 
charles de Harlez in 1882, was an orientalist journal that also published 
on the history of religion but not from a comparative point of view. 
courtois studies its contents and concludes that the tensions between those 
who were convinced the catholic church had to embrace modern science 
and those who did not, tensions which became apparent in 1912, were 
already present in the beginning of the century. 
Jürgen Mettepenningen and Ward De Pril start their contribution with 
the claim that both modernism and “la nouvelle théologie” were rhetorical 
container-terms, coined by the enemies of certain developments, but that 
these movements never really existed as organized entities or organizations. 
Furthermore, not everyone who has ever been accused of being a modern-
ist, was really a modernist, in the sense of being in favour of the develop-
ments labelled as modernism. It is no doubt in this attenuated sense that 
these co-authors talk about anti-modernism and about a third way, a via 
media between what was labelled modernism and what presented itself as 
anti-modernism. they propose to study a number of theologians whom 
they see as the spiritual fathers of “la nouvelle théologie” (chenu, de 
Lubac, e.a.) and who both avoided being convicted as modernists and 
cannot be said to have been integrists either. they propose to study figures 
from both the Societas Jesu and the dominican order. We have already 
encountered Ambroise Gardeil as the founder of the French dominican 
Studium Generale, Le Saulchoir, but he was also an important theologian: 
his most influential work, Le donné révélé et la théologie was re-edited by 
chenu in 1932, illustrating the links between the so-called via media 
and the so-called new theology. Another influential dominican “of the 
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third way” was Marie-Joseph Lagrange, who founded L’école biblique in 
Jerusalem and who was never condemned as a modernist although he was 
under scrutiny from the magisterium. 
For the role of the Jesuits, it is important to note that when the Supe-
rior Generals or “Black Popes” of this period changed, so did the general 
attitude of the order towards Modernism. Luis Garcia Martín, who died 
in 1906, was a fierce antimodernist. His successor, Franz-Xaver Wernz 
(† 1914) belonged more to the via media, although he did force George 
tyrell to leave the Societas. the authors discuss the role of the journals La 
Civiltà Cattolica and Étvdes, whose editor Léonce de Grandmaison will be 
one of the focal points of this contribution. Pierre rousselot was a professor 
of theology in Paris who pleaded, while remaining in the church, to open 
theology up more to contemporary reality. the most underestimated 
figure is de Grandmaison, whose work deserves to be better known. He 
wrote reviews on several works by Loisy, who called him an honest man 
and a possible partner for a dialogue. He also opposed Le roy, and Prot-
estant scholars like Sabatier and von Harnack. de Grandmaison thought 
anti-modernism was doing more harm than good, and he wanted to see a 
development, within the church, towards a more scientific theology. the 
authors discuss both the positive and the negative reactions he received, 
including letters of Belgian theologians like Joseph Maréchal. Pope Pius X 
expressed his concern about certain Jesuits to Wrenz, but the demise of the 
white and of the black popes, and the start of World War I changed the 
agenda dramatically. the position of de Grandmaision in the modernist 
controversy and his theology made him an inspiring figure for the next 
generation of Jesuit scholars: Henri Bouillard, Jean daniélou and Henri de 
Lubac. the authors conclude that “la nouvelle théologie” was not a revival 
of the modernist crisis but the continuation of the via media. 
Part 3: the “affaIre cumont” In  
the BelgIan IdeologIcal context
the piece by Jean-Philippe Schreiber puts the work of Eugène Goblet 
d’Alviella (1846-1925) in the context of the religious Sciences as an 
emerging academic discipline and gives us an overview of the catholic 
reactions to his work. the first chairs for the comparative study of religion 
were all established in Protestant countries or Protestant areas of coun-
tries. Geneva was the first, in 1873, but this chair soon passed to the 
theology Faculty, so one could argue that Leiden was the first to establish 
a chair for the history of religions, in 1876, with cornelis Petrus tiele 
(1830-1902). In Belgium, for political and ideological reasons, such a 
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chair was only possible at the université Libre de Bruxelles, where Goblet 
occupied it from 1884 onwards. this was four years after the collège de 
France (1880) nominated the Protestant Albert réville (1826-1906), co-
founder with Maurice Vernes (1845-1923) of the Revue de l’Histoire des 
Religions (1880), and one year before the École pratique des Hautes Études 
founded its section of “sciences religieuses”. the new academic discipline 
met with suspicion from both catholics and anti-clerical intellectuals: the 
first feared it as a trojan Horse aimed at the destruction of their faith, the 
others thought religion should not receive too much attention, both some-
times thought the new discipline lacked methodological maturity. Schreiber 
quotes the elegant phrases of cumont, pronounced at the uLB, in 1935, 
during his inaugural speech for the sixth international conference on the 
history of religions, during which he honoured the legacy of Goblet as the 
first professor of comparative religion in Belgium. Goblet’s appeal to estab-
lish comparable chairs at the catholic university of Leuven, and at the two 
State universities of Gent and Liège was not followed, which is an under-
statement, when we think of the personal career of cumont, discussed in 
three other contributions to this volume.
Goblet was a Protestant and a Mason, Grand Master of the Grand ori-
ent of Belgium. He studied Law, Political Sciences and Philosophy and 
Letters, and was an active politician in the House of representatives and 
the Senate for the Liberal Party. He was not formally trained as an histo-
rian or an orientalist, and this would be held against him by his oppo-
nents. Schreiber evokes the opposition against Goblet’s work by informing 
us on the number of people who revoked their subscription to the Revue 
de l’instruction publique en Belgique when the first parts of his course on the 
history of religions were published there. the uLB historian offers us a 
short history of the genesis of the discipline as a combination of the philo-
logical approaches of Friedrich Max Müller (1823-1900) and the anthro-
pological approach of Edward Burnett tylor (1832-1917), with a strong 
emphasis on history, emancipated from any theological restraints as was 
emphasized by Ernest renan (1823-1892) who treated the history of Juda-
ism and christianity not as unique cases but as one would any other his-
torical subject. the comparative approach revealed that there were no 
unique religious phenomena. Goblet drew inspiration for his work from 
many sources: the scholars already mentioned, but also from the philoso-
phy of Hegel and the thought of Herbert Spencer (1820-1903). He was an 
evolutionist who believed, as many did, that the most complex phenomena 
arose from the most simple, and that we should study “les croyances sau-
vages” to understand the progress in the history of religions. the historian 
of religions should make use of the widest possible range of sources: written 
sources of course, but also archaeological, and he should equally study 
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folklore. With renan, réville and many others he believed religion rose 
from feelings, both on the individual and on the group level, which was 
precisely what Pascendi condemned. In his best known work, La migration 
des symboles (1891), he allowed both for a “structuralist” approach, explai-
ning common symbols from identical patterns in the human mind, and for 
“emprunts” through direct contact. Goblet, inspired by tiele, distinguished 
between three levels in the study of religion: hiérographie is the descriptive 
part, hiérologie is the comparative study of traditions, and hiérosophie is the 
more philosophical part in which rationality and spirituality should be com-
bined in a reflection on the relations between man, god and the universe.
Goblet was an anti-catholic on four levels: politically, religiously (he 
hoped for the protestantisation of Belgium), historically (he studied the 
Geuzen / Gueux of the 16th century) and scientifically. His unique position 
in Belgian academic and political circles also explains his participation in the 
plans to introduce the study of religion in the Belgian school system, a plan 
buried in 1884 when the catholic Party obtained an absolute majority for 
many decades. From a scientific point of view, he was not only attacked by 
catholics. A Protestant scholar, Maurice Vernes, whom we already men-
tioned, and who was professor at the EPHE, with very similar plans to intro-
duce the secular study of religions in primary and secondary schools in 
France, was not impressed by Goblet’s scientific work. He saw him as some-
one who used and combined outdated theories, and who popularized science 
rather than to advance it by developing new methodologies or by working 
on primary sources. Goblet responded in the RHR, co-founded by his critic. 
the catholic attacks came from a group of Indologists and orientalists 
working at Leuven (nève, colinet, de Harlez) and a Belgian Bollandist, van 
den Gheyn, who taught Sanskrit at l’Institut catholique de Paris, all of which 
were mentioned in previous chapters. they rejected, often in a very combat-
ive tone, Goblets evolutionism, his use of hypotheses to reconstruct periods 
in the history of religion, they stressed that primitive religions and historical, 
ethical religions are ontologically different and that christianity is, quite 
simply, incomparable. Parvillez repeated a number of criticisms already 
published by Vernes, about Goblet’s methodology and his lack of first-
hand knowledge of the (many) sources he used for his system. He also added 
that Goblet’s tripartite system was not neutral but aimed at the spread of his 
own convictions. In 1891, Goblet was invited to hold the Hibbert Lectures 
at oxford: Lectures on the Origin and Growth of the Concept of God, as Illus-
trated by Anthropology and History. In 1906, cumont was to present his 
Oriental Religions in the same series. Schreiber admits Goblet was sometimes 
a dilettante, whose work is somewhat outdated now – but whose work is not 
outdated after a hundred years? But this was a prestigious confirmation of his 
status as one of the leading scholars in the history of religions of his times.
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Jan Art deals with the reactions in the Belgian Liberal, anticlerical press 
to the modernist crisis which was presented as the nth proof that the catho-
lic church and modern science were incompatible. He focuses on the uni-
versity and the city of Ghent, home of an important liberal press, but also 
of ultramontanists like the journalist, lawyer and professor Alfons Jonckx, 
who was a member of the Sodalitium; and who collaborated with the 
Germans in both World Wars. At the end of the 19th and well into the 
20th century, Belgian universities were highly politicized and whenever they 
were in power both the Liberal and the catholic parties tried to nominate 
as many professors of their own ideological persuasion. From 1884 to the 
beginning of the First World War, the catholic Party held the absolute 
majority in Belgium and the catholic government flooded the state uni-
versities with extra professorships, not to promote science as such but to 
make sure catholic professors held the majority in all the faculties. Goblet 
d’Alviella and the rectors of the State universities had warned against the 
influence of politics on science, in tempore non suspecto, but to no avail. 
Art studies the tensions between the catholic church and Ghent univer-
sity, founded in 1817 by the Protestant King of the united netherlands, 
Willem I. once the catholic university of Louvain was opened in 1835, 
catholic schools strongly dissuaded their pupils from attending a state 
university. Art discusses some of the conflicts that arose from this tension 
through the cases of professors who were attacked by the church and the 
catholic press for their teachings, such as François Heut (1814- 1869) or 
Hubert Brasseur (1823-1890), who was said to have denied the divinity 
of christ and who had to resign in 1865. Another contested figure was 
François Laurent (1810-1887), a very important legal scholar, and a 
reformer of the Belgian school system implementing social measures in 
favour of poor children and favouring state schools over catholic schools. 
He also published a series called Études de l’histoire de l’humanité, very criti-
cal about the catholic church. But the main focus is on the life of Alphonse 
renard (1842-1903), an ex-Jesuit, who studied and taught geology and 
mineralogy and who was refused a position in Leuven because he had 
renounced the Societas. In 1887 he was appointed at Ghent university 
against the advice of anti-clerical forces who feared that he would remain 
loyal to the bishops. In fact he married, became member of a lodge and was 
very active in Socialist circles and in the Liberal press. Around the turn of 
the century, Gent was also the scene for the debate between the critical de 
renesse and the fundamentalist Jean Halleux, professor of philosophy and 
of natural law in Gent, about primeval sin and the authority of the Bible. 
de renesse had also claimed, comparable to a famous quote from Loisy, 
that the church was the exact opposite of what Jesus christ had intended 
to do. the contribution ends with Jozef Vercouillie, a close colleague of 
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Franz cumont, who presented the most important points Modernism had 
made to the Flemish public. He predicted that the catholic church would 
follow the law of the three stages it had always adopted when confronted 
with scientific progress: prohibit it, ignore it and, in the end adopt it as the 
official position of the church. Both in Flemish and in French-speaking 
circles in Belgium, the Modernist controversy was actively debated, both 
among academics and among the general public.
Danny Praet uses the archives of the Faculty of Arts and Philosophy of 
Ghent university to study the cumont-affaire which shocked Belgian soci-
ety and the international scientific community in 1910-1911. the State 
universities were under total control of the Minister of Science who was 
not even obliged to follow the advice of the Faculty or the rector and 
who could appoint whomever he wanted to a chair. the catholic party 
had the absolute majority and, as we have seen in the chapter on colinet, 
certain catholic intellectuals were very suspicious of the new comparative 
trends in the academic study of religion. cumont, who had published sev-
eral popular books, in which he had pointed (rather conservatively) at cer-
tain parallels between christianity and pagan oriental religions, like Mith-
raism, was seen as a liability, and we can reconstruct the search by the 
catholic minister and his administration for other candidates, whatever 
their scientific credentials for the chair of roman History. Praet uses the 
archives to illustrate the discussions and the positions taken within the 
faculty board according to ideological lines. He also reconstructs the pro-
tests organized by the Liberal students whereas the catholic students tried 
to ignore the national and international outrage. Goblet d’Alviella, who was 
also a senator for the Liberal party, openly accused the minister of persecut-
ing cumont for his comparisons of ancient Mithraism and early christian-
ity, but the catholic government did not change its decision and in the 
end it accepted cumont’s resignation, who left the country for Paris and 
rome. the reactions to this affaire in the press and in cumont’s corre-
spondence have already been studied by corinne Bonnet, who also wrote 
the next chapter in this volume, but Praet analyses a few indirect and very 
subtle reactions in cumont’s own publications during these crucial years, 
like his publications on ancient astrology as a fusion of religion and sci-
ence, and his analyses of the Great American universities. It is clear from 
these hints that cumont resigned to force the government to allow in his 
native country what he knew to be a fact in other countries: universities 
who were independent and not controlled by politics or the church. 
cumont acknowledged the positive effect the competition between Protes-
tant denominations had had on the Ivy League universities. In contrast, a 
comparison with the Mexican universities taught him what effect a catho-
lic hegemony could have on the development of science. 
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Corinne Bonnet, who has studied the life, works and correspondence of 
cumont extensively, first analyses shortly what she had studied elsewhere: 
the resignation of cumont from Ghent university, its political and ideo-
logical reasons and its implications for the professional and the personal 
life of the Belgian scholar. the rest of the contribution is centred on the 
reception of cumont’s work in catholic circles. Lagrange wrote two long 
reviews of cumont’s Les Religions Orientales dans le paganism romain (1906). 
Although, cumont only made a few comparisons between christianity and 
“his” oriental religions, in the introduction to this popular, often reprinted 
and translated work, in the climate of the Modernist crisis, conservative 
catholics saw it as dangerous, even if it showed only implicitly that chris-
tianity was not unique in the history of religions. Lagrange, who was him-
self under suspicion of Modernism, wrote not one but two attacks on 
cumont, probably to prove his own orthodoxy to his superiors. It is wrong, 
according to Lagrange, to search for parallels and even to see christianity 
as the end-result of an evolution: for Lagrange christianity is unique and 
original. 
From the correspondence it is clear that many colleagues supported 
cumont and the Faculty in their struggle for academic independence. 
Here, the struggle is strictly on the level of university and national politics: 
academic freedom from the government which nominated not always the 
most competent scholars but those scholars who adhered to the party in 
power. cumont presented himself as the champion and martyr of aca-
demic freedom and he refused to accept the numerous proposals from 
prestigious foreign institutes (Le collège de France by way of Loisy, Berlin 
or Leipzig through Hermann diels, oxford, the uLB,…) because the 
minister, who delayed his decision on the resignation of cumont, would 
gladly accept such an easy way out. But from the correspondence of 
cumont with his colleagues and friends, from the debates in the Belgian 
parliament and from publications in the press, it is also clear that, beneath 
the academic and political level, the Modernist crisis played a part, and 
that the refusal to appoint cumont to the chair of roman History was 
part of the modern witch-hunt against anyone who endangered the dog-
matic view on the unique nature of christianity. It is perhaps telling for 
the psychology of Loisy that, in his many letters to his Belgian friend, he 
never mentioned anti-Modernism as a possible cause for the problems 
cumont was experiencing. Even when Lagrange is mentioned, Loisy talks 
about his own problems with the dominican, not about the reviews of 
Les Religions Orientales. cumont’s enemies on the other hand were well 
aware of the ties between these two scholars, but Loisy never considered 
the possibility that cumont was a target because of his friendship with 
him. other French colleagues, such as Edmond Pottier and Albert 
dufourcq wrote to cumont to tell him they had been recently victims in 
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their careers of a comparable ideological bias, be it from the opposite side. 
It should be clear that cumont was in favour of academic freedom and of 
nominations based upon solely scientific qualifications, regardless of the 
personal convictions of the candidate. cumont apparently declined the 
offer of dufourcq to start a double petition. As Bonnet concludes, cumont 
preferred discretion and refused to turn the academic world into an arena. 
Bonnet also makes clear that not all catholics in those days were sectarians 
by referring to sympathetic letters from fathers Lejay and Jalabert.
Annelies Lannoy examines the background of the international confer-
ence on the history of christianity, organized in 1927 to celebrate the 
70th birthday of Alfred Loisy. the list of scholars who accepted to be part 
of the organizing committee and of those who presented papers at the 
conference is very impressive. Sir James Frazer, Adolf von Harnack, raffaele 
Pettazzoni, carl clemen, Marcel Mauss, charles Guignebert, Salomon 
reinach and many others honoured the work and the person of Loisy with 
their presence in the committee and or the conference. Some 350 people 
attended, from 14 different countries, and 48 lectures were delivered. But 
there was one curious absence: his long-time friend and correspondent 
Franz cumont. According to the memoirs of Loisy, cumont had accepted 
to be part of the organizing committee but later withdrew. It is puzzling 
however, that the Belgian scholar did not even attend the conference and 
he did not contribute to the three volume proceedings published in 1928 
(and promptly put on the Index). the volumes are not among those left 
by cumont to the Academia Belgica in rome, so it is even possible he 
never received them from Loisy (as he did so many others) or bought 
them himself. Lannoy tries to explain these curious absences by studying 
in detail the correspondence of Loisy, of cumont and of the man who 
took the initiative for the Jubilee and edited the proceedings with Loisy: 
Paul-Louis couchoud (1879-1959). Letters between all three individuals 
have been preserved and they allow Lannoy to study the strategic differ-
ences in style and content when e.g. Loisy wrote to both cumont and to 
couchoud on the same subject, or when the latter wrote to cumont and 
Loisy. the correspondence also allows to understand the tensions still 
caused by the Anti-Modernist measures (e.g. some catholics attending the 
conference did not want their names printed in the list of participants) and 
the discussions about a truly scientific study of religion.
couchoud was a colourful figure and not a professional academic. He 
was trained as a philosopher and later as a medical doctor. His interests 
included Japanese poetry and he was a friend of Anatole France, whose 
doctor he became. He attended the lectures of Loisy at the collège de 
France and became fascinated by the problems surrounding the study of 
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the historical Jesus. couchoud became one of the proponents of the 
christ-myth-theory in France and he would also publish jointly with Pros-
per Alfaric (1876-1955). As couchoud phrased it, Jesus was indeed a god 
made man: not in the orthodox sense of the incarnation, but in the sense 
that a mythical figure had been presented and understood as a historical 
man. It is clear from the correspondence that Loisy, although flattered by 
the initiative, wanted to make sure the conference was not seen as a gather-
ing of Modernists. After all these years, and although he saw himself as the 
main martyr of Modernism, he was unwilling, afraid maybe, to have his 
jubilee turned into a Modernist manifestation. We can only speculate 
about his psychology but maybe he wanted to be honoured first and fore-
most as a professor at the collège de France and not as a vitandus. But it 
is curious, to say the least, to read that Loisy reprimanded couchoud for 
having included Ernesto Buonaiuti (1881-1946) in the honorary commit-
tee. Loisy was relieved when Buonaiuti, who had refused to take the fascist 
oath, was not allowed by the Italian government to travel to France to 
attend the conference in Paris. If there ever was such a thing as a modern-
ist movement, there was little or no solidarity between the most impor-
tant victims of anti-modernism. At the conference, charles Guignebert 
(1867-1939) offered critical remarks towards the catholic church. Maude 
Petre (1863-1942) presented a paper on the Baron von Hügel and on 
tyrell, and Loisy himself reflected on his own history and the importance 
for him of the friendship of von Hügel and of Mgr. Minot, but the confer-
ence was far from a Modernist manifestation. 
the letters between cumont and Loisy also show the Belgian scholar, 
for the petite histoire, as someone who frankly liked gossip and intrigue, but 
on a more serious level, also as someone who was very afraid to associate 
his and Loisy’s name with modernists and with scientific dilettantes. He 
warned his friend not to let couchoud turn the conference into a manifes-
tation of mythologists and anti-clericals. they made fun, on a regular basis, 
and also on this occasion, of Salomon reinach, whose position was close 
to that of the mythologists. reinach never fully denied that Jesus had ever 
existed, but he concluded, since we can know so little about him, since all 
the writings we have about Jesus are so wrought with elements of the 
Hebrew Bible and of pagan myth, that, from a historical-scientific point of 
view, Jesus is tantamount to a mythical figure. cumont explains in a letter 
to Loisy that he saw the history of religions as a discipline separated, socio-
logically at least, from the history of christianity. the former was studied 
in secular universities, the latter still predominantly in confessional insti-
tutes. Although cumont published a lot on the history of christianity, and 
although even his studies of the pagan oriental religions were read as 
relevant for the history of christianity, he wanted to be seen as a classicist. 
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He warned Loisy that the true historians of christianity would not attend 
the conference for ideological reasons if the anti-clerical element became 
too prominent, and that Loisy would be left with either a very small num-
ber of serious attendees or with a large number of dilettantes in the history 
of christianity like couchoud. cumont was proven wrong on both points, 
but even after receiving information about the impressive program, he did 
not travel from rome to Paris, as he so often did, to honour his friend. His 
fear of being associated with critics of the catholic church, both scientific 
and unscientific, was greater, it would seem, than his friendship for Loisy. 
Again, one can only speculate about the psychological mechanisms behind 
this decision, made by an independent scholar like cumont, who had suf-
fered personally from catholic bigotry. 
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